
>26th EXCAVATION SEASON
Team to focus on search for
origins of domestication
>RESEARCHERS EXPECT TO
FIND FIRST EVIDENCE OF
PLANTS & ANIMALS DO-
MESTICATED 10,000 YEARS
AGO

>A team of 30 led by Car-
bonell and Bermúdez de
Castro from the National
Museum of Natural Scien-
ce in Madrid, Burgos Uni-
versity and Rovira i Virgili
University in Tarragona be-
gan work in the Atapuerca
Hills in June. On 1 July they
were joined by a hundred
volunteers from all over
Spain and several other
countries.
Based at the Arlanzón
Farm-School, the advance
group was able to fulfil its
June goals including the
preparation of the upper le-
vels of the Elephant Pit, the
production of moulds and
the excavation and recovery
of remains from Level 10 in
Gran Dolina which could
not be retrieved last year,
and finally, climb down the
sampling shaft opened in
Lookout Cave.
In July,work is proceeding in
several parts of the Main
Cave complex (Bear Claw
Cavity, the Porch and Bones
Pit).The base of Elephant Pit
will also be explored,where
we expect to confirm a very
early human presence in
these Hills,with stone tools
dating back than 1.2 million
years. In the Porch, we ex-
pect to reach undisturbed
Neolithic levels. The reco-
very of human remains
from the Bones Pit and their
probably discovery in the
Bear Claw Cavity should
round off our expectations.

>EDITORIAL
BATS,MOLES AND SHREWS:
A MOUSE-EYE VIEW of ATA-
PUERCA. >GLORIA CUENCA
BESCÓS
Palaeontology Area. Earth
Science Dept.Zaragoza Uni-
versity
>We all know that Atapuer-
ca was inhabited by lions,
bears, long-antlered deer
and even humans! But very
few are aware of the tiny
microvertebrates that lived
alongside our forebears in
the Atapuerca Hills.
Like moles, shrews, amphi-
bians, birds and reptiles,
they are not necessarily mi-
croscopic but their bones
are too small to be detected
during excavations and stu-
died by the naked eye. No
human eye is able to detect

the hundreds of micro-
mammal bones measuring
less than a centimetre that
lie alongside “macro”items
like stone tools and human
bones. Microvertebrate
analysis requires optical
and scan microscopes, and
to dig them up you first ha-
ve to collect them by was-
hing and sieving, which we
do during the digging sea-
son.
>These items are found at
Atapuerca because noctur-
nal birds of prey that feed
on microvertebrates can co-
llect hundreds of thou-
sands of microskeletons at
the cave entrances. After-
wards, erosion and water
flush them into the caves,
where they fossilise.Becau-
se nocturnal raptors feed on
the most abundant species
of each season, we can as-
sume that the microfossils
at Atapuerca are a good re-
presentation of the micro-
vertebrates that coexisted
with humans during the
Pleistocene.
>Microvertebrates are im-
portant because they help
us know the age of the sites
and the climate. Rodents,
for example, are mammals
that evolved quickly during
the Pleistocene (the last two
million years),which is why
some experts call them pa-
laeontologists’ “vinegar
flies”.By studying the range
of species in a sample, we
can determine their age be-
cause the association has
a limited time distribution.
We know that some ro-
dents from Elephant Pit are
over a million years old.
>Microfauna also help us
reconstruct the climate and
the landscape. Some spe-
cies lived in forests, others
on moist or dry plains, and
others needed water or ca-
ves,regardless of the clima-
te.The trends in their asso-
ciations are an indication of
climate change. In Dolina,
for example, we count the
number of individuals from
each species and we see
how their proportions evol-
ve over time. At TD5 and
TD6, we see that there is a
great diversity and that spe-
cies from forests, wet mea-
dows and water are abun-
dant,so we deduce that the
climate was relatively sta-
ble, warm and moist (apart
from a few cold peaks at the
top of TD5 and TD6. So we
are talking about an inter-
glacial period. At Dolina 10
and 11, on the other hand,
there is a majority presence
of just one species of open

pasture mole, which indi-
cates that the climate was
severe- a glacial period.
>At present we are studying
the water shrew in Dolina
and Elephant to discover
whether these micromam-
mals can tell us something
more about the amount of
water in the Hills during the
Pleistocene.

1.5 M YEAR OLD TOOLS IN
ELEPHANT PIT? 
>HUMAN REMAINS IN BEAR
CLAW CAVITY AND MESOLI-
THIC LEVELS IN LOOKOUT
are the main discoveries ex-
pected from this year’s dig-
ging season in the Ata-
puerca Hills. Expertsare al-
so confident of finding con-
firmation of very early oc-
cupation of the caves in Ele-
phant Pit, along with more
human fossils in Bones Pit.

FIRST DISCOVERIES> The
first important 2003 dis-
covery was unearthed in

early June: a sandstone cle-
aver found in Elephant Pit.
This highly sophisticated
tool, of African origin like
the biface, was used to cut
up animals. It has a large
edge that was used as a cle-
aver to cut up large mas-
ses of flesh and break joints
apart.Remains of primitive
horses have also been
found in Elephant Pit with
their hoof bones in anato-
mic articulation. This sug-
gests rapid burial and the-
refore a high likelihood that
the remains have been pre-
served in a good state.
Several dozen tools have be-
en found in Gran Dolina,
all from levels that could
not be completely explored
last year.

LOOKOUT CAVE SAMPLE
Sampling in Lookout Cave
has reached the –5 metre le-
vel. Once again, the walls
have had to be shored up to
prevent rockfalls.Only three
people can work at the fo-
ot of the sampling area at
one time, making it neces-
sary to work here for three
months if any effective pro-
gress is to be made.The ex-
pectations of the team wor-
king at Lookout include the
discovery of Mesolithic le-

vels- a period when com-
munities began to domes-
ticate animals and domi-
nate the technique of plant
seed selection.

MAIN CAVE> In July, work
continued in Porch Cave in
an effort to make further
progress on research into
Neolithic and Bronze Age le-
vels. Documentation of the
cave art in each gallery is al-
so expected to be comple-
ted, including links betwe-
en the figures on the walls
and the tools and other pro-
ducts left on the cave floor,
as well as Carbon 14 dating.
The Bones Pit is expected to
yield more Homo Heidel-
bergensis remains and con-
firm that the quartzite to-
ol presented last year is not
associated with any other
tools.

BEAR CLAW CAVITY> July al-
so marked the start of ex-
cavation in this small sec-

tion of the Gallery-Three
Pits complex, where we are
trying to define how hu-
man and carnivore occu-
pations came to alternate
with each other. We also
began to search for and
possibly operate on the old
entrances that existed du-
ring the Pleistocene. We
know that humans did not
enter through the present
Gallery opening.There was
a sloping duct that linked
the whole area with the up-
per part of the Railway Cut-
ting, and other side en-
trances probably existed as
well.
We have high hopes of fin-
ding further human re-
mains at this site- the only
part of the cutting that has
yielded them to date.

ELEPHANT PIT > The low
part of this site, more than
a million years old,will con-
tinue to be dug at levels
that have yielded several to-
ol pieces and numerous bo-
ne fragments,mainly of be-
ars, and small carnivores.
This is expected to confirm
early human occupation of
the Hills and verify the ex-
istence of fertile levels be-
low.

MOULDS FOR MUSEUM OF
HUMAN EVOLUTION
>On of the first tasks in Ju-
ne was the production of
moulds of the excavation
areas.These moulds will be
used to display and illus-
trate how the areas occu-
pied by prehistoric human
groups are found.
Expert restorers Gala Gó-
mez and Lucía López-Polín
are currently working on a
mould of a small section of
Level 10 in Gran Dolina,
which contains masses of

stone tools and bones con-
sumed and discarded by
different carnivores.The res-
torers, joined by archaeo-
logist Loli García, first con-
solidate the surface with
Paraloid to make it more so-
lid.Then they impregnate it
with Vaseline to help de-
tach the silicon layer on top
without damaging the ob-
jects. A fibreglass counter-
mould is then created to
allow a series of reproduc-
tions to be manufactured
and exhibited for educatio-
nal purposes at different
museums at the same ti-
me.
All of the great museums in
the world exhibit moulds of
objects and occupation le-
vels. In the light of the firm
commitment to build the
Museum of Human Evolu-
tion in Burgos,we will need
to produce these moulds on
a regular basis, knowing
that they will all be useful.

ELECTRONIC AGENDA RE-
PLACES PAPER AT ATAPUER-
CA
>The agenda, designed by
IBM for the Atapuerca si-
tes and tested during the
2002 excavation season, is
now being used exclusively
in Gran Dolina.
Archaeologists have stop-

ped using paper for their
notes on the coordinates
and description of each fos-
sil and tool discovered du-
ring excavation. Instead,
they use PDAs (Personal Di-
gital Agendas) to note every
detail. All of the spatial re-
ferences of the discoveries
are recorded instantly and
fed into a central compu-
ter that collates all this in-
formation from every ar-
chaeologist on the site and
allows it to be shared.
In addition,an electronic la-
belling system ensures that
all the details of the objects
are printed on sticky labels
which are then stored with
the items.
The pioneering design of
this system is a world first.
It reduces the time spent on
collating and verifying the
details, and we expect it to
be applied at all of the Ata-
puerca sites in the near fu-
ture, as well as at the sites
being explored by the re-
search team in Extremadu-
ra and Catalonia next year.
The first few days of June
were spent by the veteran
members of the team re-
solving the initial weak
points and getting ready
to explain the system to the
students who joined the
group in July.

>ATAPUERCA & BURGOS 
MAHOU-SAN MIGUEL
GROUP AND BURGOS UNI-
VERSITY RELAUNCH ATA-
PUERCA.COM
>The Mahou-San Miguel
Group and Burgos Univer-
sity have signed a coopera-
tion agreement to relaunch
the www.atapuerca. com
web page,in the light of the
considerable increase in vis-
itor numbers noted in the
last few months. The new
website, which will be fully
operational in early July,
coinciding with the arrival
of the bulk of the excava-
tion group, is produced by
members of the Burgos
University research team. It
is expected to become a re-
ference point for issues re-
lating directly to Atapuerca
and also to everything that
has to do with human evo-
lution.

PROTOCOL TO BUILD NA-
TIONAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL
RESEARCH CENTRE
>Josep Pique, Minister of
Science and Technology,
promises Juan Vicente He-
rrera with backing for a
project that will cost ¤18 mi-
llion. For Bermúdez de Cas-
tro, the centre, to be located
on the Human Evolution si-
te, should house the bones
and items exhumed at Ata-
puerca, which will require
high security safes and fire-
proof chambers, and also
discoveries from other sites
in the Region. According to
Carbonell, this will be the
first facility in Spain that
combines the storage of re-
search material and facili-
ties for a team of resear-
chers. UBU should play a

prominent role in this new
centre.

PUBLIC ACTIVITIES BY ATA-
PUERCA FOUNDATION
>WEB SITE, PUBLISHING
COMPANY, BULLETIN &
SCIENCE WORKSHOPS. The
Atapuerca Foundation is ta-
king firm steps to consoli-
date its vital role in the pro-
jection of research in the
Atapuerca Hills. It has re-
cently set up a Cultural Ma-
nagement Area which will
coordinate and undertake a
range of dissemination in-
itiatives. June marked the
start of its line of publica-
tions with a book, Sierra de
Atapuerca: un viaje a nues-
tros origenes (Atapuerca
Hills: a journey into out ori-
gins), the celebration of the
European Year of the Disa-
bled,the organisation of se-
veral exhibitions,a new bu-
lletin sent by e-mail to
subscribers.The Foundation
has strengthened its Inter-
net presence with a new bi-
lingual website, www.fun-
dacionatapuerca.com,
which publishes all the cu-
rrent information about the
cultural activities of the
Foundation,progress being
made on research and the
sponsorship and patronage
system accessible to all in-
dividuals and companies.
An e-mail address has been
created for those who want
more information: infor-
macion@fundacionata-
puerca.es

>NEW YORK EXHIBITION
CONSOLIDATES ATAPUERCA
PROJECT
PERMANENT COOPERATION
BETWEEN NEW YORK MU-
SEUM AND MHE EXPECTED
>After three months at the
New York Museum of Natu-
ral History, the First Europe-
ans:Treasures from the Ata-
puerca Hills exhibition
closed on April 13.The mas-
sive influx of visitors, the
impact in all-important US
media including NBC, CNN
and the New York Times
and the high quality of not
only the items on display,
but also the overall pres-
entation have led the event
to be described as an un-
qualified success. One of
the major upshots of this
was the offer to take the ex-
hibits on a tour of other ma-
jor US cities, however pru-
dence advised their return
‘home’ to the Burgos Mu-
seum,where a special exhi-
bition for visitors is planned
to be installed until the
MHE opens.
The Atapuerca project has
been clearly consolidated by
the New York experience,
and the Castilla y León Re-
gional Government aims to
use its initial contacts to es-
tablish a permanent line
of collaboration between
the New York Museum and
the future Museum of Hu-
man Evolution in order to
profit from its experience in
this type of event.

PÁGINA 10

>NEWS FROM ATAPUERCA IN ENGLISH
DIARIO DE ATAPUERCALOS YACIMIENTOS 

LA SIERRA DE

>A selection of highlights from the previous issue


